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First Generation Students at Columbus State University identify as having a lack of resources that
are helpful to them. This research paper analyzes the problems faced by first generation college
students at Columbus State University. These needs were assessed using an electronic survey that
was distributed to first generation students. The proposed goals are based around supporting the
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1EXAMINING THE NEEDS OF FIRST-GENERATION STUDENTS
Introduction
During an Honors College Advisory Board meeting, it was mentioned that there are not
enough resources to help first-generation students (FGS) to prepare for college. There are two
common definitions to describe who FGS are, which include “a student for whom neither parent
attended college” and “a student for whom neither parent attained a baccalaureate degree” 
(Ward, Siegel, & Davenport, 2012, p. 3). These definitions both have different meanings. It is
important for institutions and individuals who are designing resources for FGS to be aware of
which definition of FGS is being targeted because students with parents who attended some
college or who received an associate’s degree are still more prepared than students with parents 
that did not receive any education beyond high school (Ward, Siegel, & Davenport, 2012). The
definition being focused on for this project will be “a student for whom neither parent attended 
college” (Ward, Siegel, & Davenport, 2012, p. 3). FGS face many unique difficulties when 
coming to college. Each person’s experience is different and not all FGS encounter the same 
adversities.
As of Fall 2011, 38% of students enrolled at Columbus State University (CSU) reported 
being FGS (Columbus State University Complete College Georgia Plan, 2012). This significant
amount of FGS demonstrates the need for resources to prepare FGS for entering college and to 
support them throughout their college careers. Currently, CSU does have resources that target
FGS, such as Hope Now, which matches four times the amount of money selected students have
saved for college (Columbus State University, 2011). CSU has also offered many scholarships to 
help support FGS. While monetary support is necessary, there seems to be a lack of resources to
support FGS outside of funding their education at CSU. There is also a lack of resources to FGS






      
 
 
   
 
  
   
  
   
 
 




    
   
 




In a study by McCallen and Johnson (2019) surveys and interviews were conducted. The 
participants were FGS who attended City University of New York. The survey consisted of two 
open-ended questions and two likert-rating scales. One scale measured the participants’
interaction with faculty members and the second scale measured the quality of interactions with
students, advisors, faculty, student services, and other administrative staff. The open-ended 
questions asked students to list those who supported their access to college and success in 
college. The survey was electronic and distributed through Survey Monkey. A total of 252 
students participated in the survey. After taking the survey, participants were invited to reach out
to the researchers to participate in an interview. The interviews addressed barriers to success in
college and the roles of individuals who supported the participants. Ten students participated in 
the interviews. The results of the study indicate that faculty provide a great amount of support to 
FGS. These faculty members were perceived as factors that help FGS succeed in college. One 
limitation of this study is that there is no way of knowing whether the participants’ perception of
faculty and other individuals as a major factor in their success is due to their FGS status or if it is
based on other factors. Further research needs to be done on other factors that FGS feel help 
them to succeed in college.
Schwartz et al. (2018) conducted a study with 164 incoming freshmen who identified as
FGS. The participants were completing a summer remedial program due to not meeting all of the
requirements for admission into the university that they would be attending. Participants took a 
baseline test at the beginning of the summer program and took a post test later on in the program. 
The survey assessed the participants’ relationships with instructors, attitudes and beliefs on





   
 





















demographics. The results of the study show that the participants were able to build closer
relationships with their instructors. The students also participated in interviews. The participants 
also reported an increased motivation to intentionally see support and decreased avoidance of
seeking help. A limitation of this study is that it only focuses on FGS who did not meet the
admission requirements to the college that they would be attending. Therefore, the findings are










   
   







   
 
  






It is important to keep into consideration that FGS have multiple identities that make
them unique (Jehangir, 2010). These categories for identities are called “lines of difference” 
(Núñez, 2014, p. 85). Today, 14 lines of differences have been identified in research on
intersectionality, which include race, ethnicity, gender, class, sexuality, national belonging, 
religion, language, phenotype, and able-bodiedness (Núñez, 2014). There are multiple identity 
categories, so individuals may belong to some groups that are in the majority and some that are
marginalized (Cho, Crenshaw & McCall, 2013). For instance, an individual could be white and 
physically disabled. Due to this, the promotion and layout of the content will need to be in a way 
that caters to multiple groups in the factors listed above. For instance, although FGS are more
often from low-income homes and are people of color, this is not always the case. Looking at
this, it would not be effective to produce content that only discusses the possible financial
problems that can come with being FGS. Considering the intersectionality of identities will allow
content to be something beneficial to FGS with various other identities, which will also help to 
avoid any stereotyping within the content.
According to Núñez (2014),” the multidimensional lens afforded by intersectionality, as
well as its focus on power dynamics, makes it an especially promising conceptual framework to
address educational equity” (p. 87). Sumi Cho, Crenshaw, and Leslie McCall (2013) have
criticized the theory of intersectionality for having an inward focus on the oppressed individuals
and lacking in touching on the outside factors that oppress these individuals. To relate this to 
academic life, this could mean that there is a focus on FGS feeling unprepared due to their lack 
of experience, while there is no focus on high schools and colleges providing resources for FGS




   
   
 
  




   
     
  
    
   




     
     
   
  
   
5
Lohfink and Paulsen (2005) suggest that FGS can have “intersecting sites of oppression”
(p. 409). An example of this could be seen in FGS who are of color, women, and have low
socioeconomic statuses.
One problem that is prevalent among FGS is the feeling of loneliness and isolation. FGS
can feel this great deal of isolation because college campuses do not usually cater to their lived
experiences, such as being a person of color or coming from a low-income household (Jenkins, 
Belanger, Connally, Boals & Durón, 2013). For instance, it may be difficult for FGS to find low
cost ways to bond with their peers who are financially able to afford more costly activities. FGS
can face problems when trying to build friendships at college because of this challenge.
A second problem faced by FGS is the trouble in connecting with both home life and college life. 
As mentioned earlier, there is a presence of multiple identities. Student is one of these identities
(Jehangir, 2010). Many FGS find it difficult to take on this identity of college student because
they may feel that they have to leave behind the parts of their identities that relate to life at home.
Many FGS end up dropping out of college because they do not want to feel disconnected from
their families and home lives. If FGS do succeed in college, they may feel family achievement
guilt for being the first in their families to do so (Covarrubias, Romero & Trivelli, 2015). Many 
FGS feel the need to minimize their success in college when they are with their families due to
this guilt. This is especially true to African American FGS, who may feel that they have avoided 
problems that their family members may not have, such as drug and alcohol abuse.
FGS also face many problems that are not unique to only them. For instance, FGS who 
are of color may face racial discrimination and non-FGS may also face racial discrimination
(Jehangir, 2010). However, FGS face this in addition to the trouble of assimilating to the culture
of a campus, so their perceived stress is at a greater intensity than that of non-FGS. Due to such a





    
  
 




   
 
   
           
 
   
   
  
 
   
  
   
 
   
6
Many non-FGS have learned to adapt to college from their parents, so they tend to have an 
overall better college experience than FGS. For instance, non-FGS are more likely to have
already been taught how to perform well in college level courses and to juggle these classes with
other activities, while FGS are often times are first introduced to high level courses when they
begin college. This change can also lead to FGS having difficulty adjusting to the demands of 
college while also attempting to manage the social aspects of college.
Another area FGS may have trouble in is seeking out college opportunities (Ward, Siegel, 
& Davenport, 2012). Non-FGS tend to have the support of their parents when researching 
colleges to apply to. However, FGS may not be able to make informed decisions because they 
are forced to be more independent during this process. FGS may even have trouble finding 
financial resources to help fund their education. FGS also tend to go to college for practical
reasons such as being able to support their families and to have a higher income, while non-FGS 
may want to attend college for the experiences.
Ward, Siegel, & Davenport (2012) suggest that cultural capital is the key resource to
success in college. Cultural capital is “the knowledge students and their families have about the 
variables involved in getting into college…  and persisting in college once there” (Ward, Siegel, 
& Davenport, 2012, p.7). This can include making decisions on which college to attend and how
to build social connections while at college. Parents of FGS may be aware that their children can 
potentially do well in college, but do not have the resources to help them to achieve this success. 
For instance, a parent may expect their students to get scholarships to go to college but may not
know how to seek out realistic scholarship opportunities or understand that scholarships are
highly competitive. Cultural capital is just one piece of parental support. Other aspects of
parental support include “engaging in decision making, asking pertinent questions, providing 








   
 
     
   






    
   
  
   







was found that parents of FGS may not understand the level of difficulty of college coursework, 
which could be why many FGS do not feel supported by their families (Ward, Siegel, &
Davenport, 2012).
According to Hand and Payne (2008) FGS are different from other marginalized groups because
they do not look like they need help, so they do not receive any help.
Target Audience 
It is important that we define the publics specifically so that the resources can be tailored
to them. If the resources do not cater to the publics, they will not be effectively aided. The target 
audience for the resources is FGS at CSU. FGS are students who are the first in their immediate
families to attend college. These students may have different experiences than their peers who
have parents that have graduated from college. FGS may feel underprepared for college and may 
be less likely to succeed than their peers. They are also more likely to attend a two-year college 
than their counterparts. FGS are also less likely to obtain a college degree.
Stakeholders
It is important to identify the stakeholders because, although the resources are intended
for FGS, other audiences may be impacted by the resources. 
First Generation Students
FGS are primary stakeholders to resources for FGS because they are directly impacted by
access to and quality of those resources. 
Parents of First Generation Students 
Parents of FGS are a secondary resource of resources for FGS because they may be 





























Institutions serve as secondary stakeholders because they do hold an impact on resources
for FGS. Also, enrollment and graduation rates of FGS may be impacted based on the resources
provided.
Faculty 
Faculty are also secondary stakeholders to resources for FGS because they can help 









   
   
 
 
















Research Questions and Methodology
The primary research focuses on the following research questions:
Research question 1: What problems do FGS face at Columbus State University face?
Research question 2: What resources can Columbus State University provide to FGS to help 
them feel more prepared for their undergraduate studies?
An electronic informed consent form and survey was created using Google Forms. The
consent form and survey were distributed to FGS via email. The email list was provided by 
CSU’s Institutional Research and Effectiveness office. The survey consisted of eight questions.
The first question asked for students to verify whether they are a FGS. The following questions
were open-ended and asked for students to share information about their experiences at CSU and
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Results
Question 1: Did either of your parents attend college?
Participants had the option to select “yes” or “no” for this question. Out of 135 
participants, 100 identified as FGS. The responses from those who did not identify as FGS were
not used when analyzing the results.
Question 2: How has your experience been at CSU, overall?
20 of the participants responded with relatively neutral language. These participants
described their experience at CSU using words like “fine” and “okay”. Some of these 
participants also indicated that there are positive and negative aspects of attending CSU. For
instance, one participant said, “...overall it has been a learning experience [and] professors are
understanding and work with you.” Another student stated that their1 experience has been, “a 
great big learning experience. Being a first generation college student forced me to figure out
things on my own.” Seven of the participants described their overall experience at CSU as being 
negative. These students used words like “overwhelming” and “stressful”. However, one student
mentioned that although he or she is having a difficult experience, “...the resources and most
faculty have been encouraging and helpful in the new experience.” 72 participants described 
their experience at CSU as being positive. These students used words such as “excellent” and
“good” when describing their experiences at CSU. A student stated that although their overall
experience was a good one, they “always had difficulty with getting in touch with people to 
answer my questions and help me finish the necessary paperwork… My very first semester, I
almost had to leave CSU because of some confusion over my financial aid that resulted in an
owed balance on my account, and no one seemed to be able to help me with it.” Another student




    




   
     
    
  
 
   
   
 




   
  
   
 
    
  
11
said, “I have loved every minute of it. Great campus, excellent teachers, and overall great
community.” One student stated that they did not have any experience at CSU to discuss.
Question 3: Do you think Columbus State University offers resources to support first
generation students?
43% of participants indicated that they do think Columbus State University offers
resources to support them. One student stated that CSU offers resources “as long as the student
continues to question whether they are doing things right and continues to ask for help.” A
second participant said, “Yes, there are a lot of great resources that you can use, especially for
me communicating with my advisor has been a huge help in figuring things out.” Another
participant answered by saying, “Yes, but there is always room to improve.” 33% of participants
did not think that CSU offers resources for FGS. The remaining 24% participants indicated that 
they either did not know whether there are resources for FGS or that they did not use any of
those resources. One student said, “There should definitely be more knowledge support, there
were a lot of things that I wish I had known, like there are scholarships for first gen students and 
I’m sure there is way more out there but I’m a senior now so it’s kind of pointless to ask for
advice.”
Question 4: Did you receive any support or guidance as a first generation student before 
coming to Columbus State University (e.g. in high school, from family members, etc.)?
44% of participants indicated that they did receive support or guidance before coming to 
CSU. Nine of these students indicated that they received support while still in high school. Also, 
nine of these students stated that they were given support from family members. Furthermore, 
many of the students who received support felt that this support was very minimal. A student
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member of my family to go to college was my grandma, and she graduated over 40 years ago so 
things have changed quite a bit, especially with technology, so there's only so much advice she
can give. As far as applying for FAFSA and even applying to colleges and being confused with 
applications, my mom supported me through everything but there was really no one to provide
guidance.” Another student said they received support from the college that they attended. 55%
of participants responded by saying that they did not receive any support before coming to CSU. 
A participant said, “No. Everything that I have done has been on my own. I receive emotional
support from my mother but nothing other than that. Financially everything falls on me.”
Another student said, “Other than my Stepmother and Step Aunt driving with me on Freshmen 
Move-In Day, no. Once I came to college, our worlds separated…” One participant did not
answer this question.
Question 5: What are some issues that you’ve faced as a first generation student?
34% of participants stated that they had issues related to financial aid, such as filling out
the Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA), understanding loans, locating 
opportunities for financial aid, and paying for college. One student said an issue was “My father
and I struggling to figure out financial aid and a lot more debt than I should be in due to lack of
knowledge. Financial aid was not helpful at CSU for answering these questions.” A participant
indicated that they have faced problems related to racism at CSU. Ten students stated that they 
have not faced any issues. When describing the issues faced as a FGS, a student said, “I feel like 
I’m being robbed of the true ‘college experience’, but it’s cool because I know that I’ll be the
one to set the pace for my kids and grandkids...An incoming freshman shouldn’t have to 
completely depend on themselves.” Nine students identified with facing difficulties related to 




    
 
 

















on time and have straight As.” Another participant said, “Parents think college is easy. That it’s 
easy to get a job.” 29% of participants discussed having troubles with knowledge of college and 
what to expect when attending. Some of these students mentioned that many of their peers are 
more prepared because their parents taught them what to expect. One student said, “There isn't
really a place that you can just go to tell you the information you would need to know otherwise. 
There are some situations that I don't know how to handle because there was no way for me to
prepare for them.” Another student said, “I feel a step behind everyone else.” Additionally, a
student said they had feelings of “Homesickness, isolation, confusion on how to go about going 
through college” Nine students answered saying that they struggled with managing school and 
other responsibilities, such as work and family. Other students mentioned having issues with 
online classes, tutoring, declaring a major, and adjusting to life at college.
Question 6: Is there anything you wish you knew before coming to college?
Seventeen students said that there was nothing they wish they had known before
beginning college. One of these students said that although they prepared for college, “you 
quickly realize that what you prep for is not the same as actually going through it.” Another
student said that they do not wish that knew anything, but they wish that they had more support. 
The students who do wish they knew certain information before starting college mentioned a
wide variety of topics and most participants mentioned more than one topic. These included 
financial aid, financial cost, emotional toll, difficulty of classes, that others face similar 
problems, the importance of grades, and time management.
Question 7: Do you have any advice for incoming first generation students?
Four participants did not have advice for incoming FGS. The students who did have









    
 
 
   
   
  
    
   
 
    








involvement, classes, and on not being afraid to ask questions. Students also gave advice on 
working through the difficulties that may come with being a FGS. One student said, “There is a
lot of pressure when you are a first generation student, but just know that you are being an 
example to the future.”
Question 8: Is there anything else that you would like to share about your experience as a
first generation student?
54% of participants did not have anything else to share. 33% of participants who shared 
additional information about their experience as FGS had positive feedback about their
experiences. They spoke about being happy that they came to CSU. One student said, “Overall, 
CSU provides me with a space that I could thrive in as a first generation.” A participant said, “By
junior year I was able to fully enjoy and understand college and it’s nice inspiring my younger
siblings and older siblings to reach for something higher than what we were born into.” These
students also spoke about the sense of pride they feel in being FGS. One participant said, “I
worked hard and regret nothing from my struggle. I cried a lot and put a hell of a lot of blood, 
sweat and energy into this degree, it means so much more to me that I am the first person on 
either side of my family to graduate from college. I mean I was the first of parents and most of







   
 
   
 
 






    
   
 









Based on the primary and secondary research, the strengths for FGS in relation to the
publics are 1) an increased feeling of preparedness for college and 2) more feelings of happiness
when attending college.  
Preparedness: The primary and secondary research indicate that resources targeted
towards FGS can help FGS have a better understanding of what to expect in college and how to 
navigate college.
Happiness: Based on the primary and secondary research, FGS feel happier in college
when they have resources to help guide them.
Weaknesses
The weaknesses of resources for FGS in relation to the identified publics are 1) it may be 
difficult to create resources that cater to all FGS and 2) it may be difficult to promote these
resources to FGS. 
Resources for all FGS: The primary and secondary research that all FGS face different
obstacles, so it may be difficult to create resources that are able to help the various problems that
FGS may face.
Promotion of resources: The primary research indicates that many FGS are not aware of
resources available to them, but others are aware of these resources. There are difficulties in
getting these resources to some FGS.
Opportunities
The opportunities of resources for FGS are 1) increased enrollment of FGS and 2)




     
 
   
   
 
     
   
    
















Enrollment: Creating resources that allow FGS to feel like they will succeed at CSU may
lead to more FGS enrolling at CSU.
Graduation rates: Based on the secondary research, it can be assumed that access to
resources lead to FGS graduating from college within four years
Threats
The threats for FGS resources are 1) FGS may not seek these resources and 2) other
universities may have resources and initiatives that are more attractive to FGS.
Lack of seeking resources: The primary and secondary research show that FGS often 
times do not seek support or guidance, which means that they might not use resources that are
available.
Competitor universities: The secondary and primary research indicate that some 
universities provide more effective FGS resources than others, which may lead to FGS choosing 





    
 
    
     
    
 
  

















According to the survey results, when asked about resources, many FGS at CSU did not
think that resources were available to them or did not feel that these resources were accessible.
Furthermore, many FGS did not feel that the resources that are provided are enough to 
specifically aid FGS in the challenges that they my face. The results of the survey indicate that,
overall, FGS do not feel prepared when beginning college at CSU. This is due to a lack of
resources and lack of knowledge of resources. Many improvements can be made to CSU’s
resources for FGS. The mission of suggestions for future resources will be to provide resources








    
   
  
   
 
   
    















The survey results present that there is much room for improvement in CSU’s efforts to 
help guide FGS through their time in college.
Goal #1: To inform FGS about the resources that are available to them at CSU.
Objective #1: Create a webpage on CSU’s website that has resources for FGS readily
available.
Objective #2: Increase the amount of FGS who are aware of the resources at CSU by
20%.
Goal #2: To create valuable resources that are specific to FGS at CSU.
Objective 1: Create digital content to help FGS navigate issues that they may face.
















    
 
   
  
    
   
 
 





FGS must be targeted to in a way that is empowering to them. CSU is currently rolling
out the Create You campaign. Through this campaign, CSU is showing prospective and current
students that they can tailor their CSU experience to their unique needs and wants.
Tactic #1: Create You can use the phrase “Create your Legacy” specifically for FGS. In 
the survey, various participants mentioned their sense of pride in being FGS. They also 
mentioned what their college education will mean for their families and for future generations. 
For many FGS, getting a college education is beneficial their entire families.
Website Strategy
Many FGS indicated that they were not aware of resources for FGS or able to find 
information to help guide them while at CSU. Some participants also mentioned that they could 
not get answers to their questions.
Tactic #1: Create a webpage that holds all FGS resources in one place.
Promotional Strategy
As stated previously, many FGS were not aware of the resources that are provided to 
them. Therefore, CSU must do better in promoting these resources.
Tactic #1: Use CSU social media accounts to tell FGS that there are resources for them.
Tactic #2: Create flyers to hang on CSU’s campus and to put in the Cougar Connection to 
promote resources for FGS.
Resource Strategy
In the surveys, FGS indicated that although there are resources for FGS, they are not








     
   
  
   
      














Tactic #1: Celebrate National First Generation Student Day on November 8th each year.
This is an opportunity to hold an event that will allow FGS meet other FGS. Some students
mentioned that they wish they knew that other students dealt with the same problems that they 
did. Celebrating National First Generation Student Day will also help create a sense of pride in
those who may feel marginalized due to being FGS. Monmouth University established First to
Fly in 2018. First to Fly allows FGS to attend events for an entire week. These events highlight
accomplishments by first generation, students, faculty, and staff. The events also raise awareness 
of issues that FGS may face (Monmouth University's First-Generation College Celebration, n.d.).
Tactic #2: Create videos that answer common questions that FGS may have or problems
that they may face. Princeton University published a video on YouTube that highlights all of the
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You are being asked to participate in a research project conducted by Ashley Mayer, a student in 
the Department of Communication at Columbus State University.  Dr. McCollough, a faculty 
member in the Department of Communication, will supervise the research project.
I.  Purpose:
The purpose of this project is to gain a better understanding of the needs of first generation 
students when beginning college.
II.  Procedures:
If you agree to participate in this research study, you will be given an electronic survey to 
complete. After we receive your survey answers, we'll review the results. By understanding your
viewpoints, we hope to develop digital content to aid incoming first generation students in 
navigating college. We will not use the data for future research.
III.  Possible Risks or Discomforts:
There may be discomfort in discussing your experience as a first generation students. Please 
know that you are not required to answer or discuss anything that makes you uncomfortable. You 
are allowed to stop your participation at any time.
IV.  Potential Benefits:
Your responses in this survey will give insight into the experiences of first generation students. 
Based on this, resources can be made to help incoming first generation students better prepare for
an education at CSU.
V.  Costs and Compensation:






    







   
   
 











Your participation will be kept confidential. To protect your identity, the survey will not collect
your name or email address. After this, we will identify common themes mentioned in the
surveys and this information will stated in Ashley's research paper. After May 1, 2020, all data
will be destroyed through shredding hard copies and deleting electronic files.
VII.  Withdrawal:
Your participation in this research study is voluntary.  You may withdraw from the study at any 
time, and your withdrawal will not involve penalty or loss of benefits.
For additional information about this research project, you may contact the Principal
Investigator, Ashley Mayer at 248-494-2744 or mayer_ashley@columbusstate.edu.  If you have
questions about your rights as a research participant, you may contact Columbus State University
Institutional Review Board at irb@columbusstate.edu.  
I have read this informed consent form. If I had any questions, they have been answered. By 









   
  






    















1. Did either of your parents attend college?
2. How has your experience been at CSU, overall?
3. Do you think Columbus State University offers resources to support first generation 
students?
4. Did you receive any support or guidance as a first generation student before coming to 
Columbus State University (e.g. in high school, from family members, etc.)?
5. What are some issues that you’ve faced as a first generation student?
6. Is there anything you wish you knew before coming to college?
7. Do you have any advice for incoming first generation students?
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My name is Ashley Mayer and I'm a current senior at CSU. I'm reaching out to you because I am
conducting surveys with first generation students as part of my Honors Alternative to Thesis 
Project. The project will be centered around creating resources to help first generation students
feel more prepared when beginning college at CSU. The survey will help identify the areas of
need. This survey is completely optional, but if you do want to participate, the survey and 
consent form can be found here. In order to access this survey, you must be logged into your
CSU email account.
Thank you in advance for your time,
Ashley Mayer
